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BoardConnect 2011 Regional Residency: Wednesday 13 April, Townsville 
Presenters: Connie Hoedt - visual artist and past board member, Queensland Art Gallery; Lorna 
Hempstead  - James Cook University and founding General Manager of Dancenorth; David Fishel - 
Director, BoardConnect  

Connie Hoedt 

– Spent 3 years on Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) board.   

– Believes a powerful chair can dominate. It’s important to have a strong Artistic Director. 

– When artworks have been recommended for purchase, they’ve already been through a very 
long filtering process with curators. Director could also veto before it got to the board.  It was 
just a matter of money by the time it got to the board. 

– She has also been on the board of the North Queensland Potters Association – she used her 
position to get interesting initiatives up e.g. tours around Australia for local ceramicists. 

Lorna Hempstead 

– Lived in Townsville since 1985. 

– Has been involved in a number of local professional arts organisations (Dancenorth, Tropic 
Sun, Museum of Tropical Queensland) 

– It is terrifying to hear a board member say “I don’t know anything about ….., but ….”. What 
follows generally had nothing to do with current policy.  Staff then leap to the defence of the 
policy, and it can be an unpleasant discussion. 

– Important that new board members are educated about the company, particularly as they 
are often not brought onto the board for their artistic skill, but often their business 
expertise.  

– They need to be given an artistic statement of the organisation’s objectives and a job 
description of the Artistic Director and/or General Manager. 

– An arts company is a permanent Research and Development organisation.  We have 
fallen into the language of calling people “Producers”, e.g. BHP has to produce product 
that is consistent; if arts product remains the same, the artistic company will fold. 

– To educate board members, take them on a subtle journey so they get to know the 
product / activity of the organisation.  For example, at Tropic Sun, Don Gallagher – 
traveller and consumer of theatre – would spend some time in board meetings discussing 
what he had seen elsewhere. Enthusing and inspiring. 

Discussion 

There is a problem of different levels of knowledge between experienced professional staff and 
board members who have not come from the sector.  What’s the right board education? 

There will be board members who will feel nervous about questioning the Artistic Director, but 
healthy debate is essential. 

In non-profit charitable work, it’s important to decide on what is the driving force.  When the 
organisation has arrived at a unified idea of what it’s about, it can then have the discussion in the 
right context. 

 

 

Induction  
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A really well-articulated policy statement is very good support for the Artistic Director.  It can keep 
board members on message. 

Board members should know who staff are and what they do, but personal one-to-one 
relationship between the CEO and board members must be managed by the Chair.  Board 
members can stir up trouble if the interchange is not managed.  They must have respect for the 
top staff hierarchy.  

Board members may familiarise themselves with the organisation by attending carefully staged 
rehearsals and private showings. Artists should be primed to talk to board members about why 
they do what they do, talking from the heart about their job. 

It is important to set some time aside every year to reinvigorate the organisation’s policy 
discussion, e.g. at an annual retreat.   

Board roles 

Board members need to understand the business they’re running – not just the art, but also the 
‘business’. They also need to beware of the danger of becoming too familiar with it and getting 
too involved in operations. 

There are particular dangers with volunteer boards, where members have multiple roles – some 
governance, some operational.  It can be a difficult transition, particularly where a volunteer 
organisation is growing and taking on paid staff.  It can be hard to let go.  On the other hand, it is 
just as bad if volunteer board members hand everything across to the paid staff. 

Communication is crucial and can make or break an organisation.  There is creativity balanced by 
the mechanics.  Having the discussion and having trust within the board is vital. 

Artistic Discussion 

A good time for philosophical policy/quality discussion is when the organisation is about to put in 
a funding application.  Is everyone happy with the statement that will go to the funding body?  
Once that’s agreed, then the staff has a mandate to proceed.  It is hardest to talk about art when 
the Artistic Director resigns or when there’s some sort of problem.  

Boards often feel confident to interrogate the finances, HR policy etc.  Members don’t necessarily 
have confidence in interrogating the Art.  It can be very hard when discussing the intangibles.   

A strong chair keeps track of board members and ensures that they don’t “white-ant” staff or 
policy.  It requires good leadership and commitment.  Issues rarely go to vote on an arts board.  
Resolutions are only put forward once agreement has been made. 

In the situation of artists in Townsville, they are isolated from mainstream work in their sector.  It 
is hard for board members to understand the language of the sector when they are not exposed 
to it. 

It can be hard for board members to talk about art unless they can listen to others talking about 
art.  It is limited if all they hear is their own Artistic Director. 

It is always hard to get creative thinking to happen in the boardroom. It is difficult to switch from 
the ‘business’ of finance, approvals, etc, to blue sky, imaginative thinking.  But it is the 
imaginative thinking that leads to the refreshing board discussion    

Suggestion:  Put strategic issues at the start of the meeting, while people are fresh.  Alternatively 
make board meetings bi-monthly and have the blue sky meeting (over a bottle of wine) in the off-
month.  Structure those meetings differently: chair them in a different way, have guest speakers, 
etc. 

 

 

Artistic Vibrancy 
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The Australia Council published a research paper called “Defining Artistic Vibrancy”.  It arose from 
the fact that major organisations were not being assessed artistically.  There was a danger that 
security of funding could lead to artistic laziness.  Little organisations are assessed artistically and 
there is every potential that they can lose funding.  How can we encourage a more mature critique?  
The Australia Council study gives a framework for the discussion so artistic staff don’t have to be 
defensive. 

Balancing Risk 

How does an organisation balance the new with the comfortable?  It’s important to build trust 
within the organisation, so there is confidence to take risks. There is often resistance to new 
ideas in a small organisation because of the risk. 

If we don’t take risks in the arts, we should go home.  Those who take risks are the ones who 
become the artistic leaders.  People who come onto arts boards from other sectors see risk and 
get very nervous about it. 

Risk is always compared with the last time you took a risk. 

Australia Council cycle of artistic self-assessment (assessment clock): 

– Start with artistic statement 

– Statements to board 

– Audience feedback 

– Peer review 

– Artists personal reflection 

– Number of new works 

– Staff opinion 

– Community consultation 

– Refreshed artistic statement 

The Australia Council says it’s not for them to make judgements, but for organisations to make 
judgements on themselves. 

Market Research 

In board reviews conducted by BoardConnect, market research is the one thing that almost 
always comes up as missing or lacking. 

Structure for market research – National Theatre in London decided to go beyond standard youth 
theatre productions.  They selected 2 or 3 focus groups – gave them tickets, asked them to come 
to a majority of productions and then talk to the Theatre Company about their opinions, ideas and 
responses. 

Tropic Sun have wine and cheese night one Friday each month – questionnaires are handed 
around to everyone who attends.  There has been a transformation since the start – bringing 
creative arts into the city in this venue. 

 

 


